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U.S. Claims Drug Trafficking &amp; Money Laundering At
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April 17: At a hearing of the House Government Operations Committee, chairperson Rep. John
Conyers (D-Mich.) said the objectives of the December 1989 invasion were to establish democracy
in Panama, and to reduce drug trafficking and money laundering. The congressperson indicated he
feared "we have achieved precious little" of said objectives. [In its annual report on drug trafficking
released in March, the US State Department said Colombian drug traffickers were using new,
sophisticated methods for laundering millions of dollars through Panamanian banks. According
the report, drug trafficking and money laundering through Panamanian banks has returned to
pre-US invasion levels. Reports by the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) and the Justice
Department corroborate these claims.] Conyers called the recent reshuffling of President Guillermo
Endara's cabinet, which effectively removed all Christian Democrats from the governing coalition,
a "constitutional coup d'etat." Michael Kozak, deputy assistant secretary of state for Inter-American
Affairs, confirmed that drug trafficking and money laundering had returned to 1989 levels, but
he also defended actions taken by the Endara administration against drug trafficking. In the past
year, said Kozak, "unprecedented volumes" of cocaine had been confiscated. Former Panamanian
Ambassador to Washington, Eduardo Vallarino, called the comparison between 1989 and 1991
deceptive because in 1989 the drug trade and money laundering were down, result of US economic
sanctions. He said, "If, in fact, these activities have returned to pre-December 1989 levels, that
does not in any way suggest they have reached a record level." Vallarino said that the Endara
administration would require more equipment and financial resources to completely cut off drug
smuggling at the Panamanian-Colombian border. He mentioned similar difficulties experienced
by US authorities in stopping the flow of drugs into Florida. April 18: The newspaper El Panama
America reported that DEA agent Ivette Torres was transferred from an assignment to investigate
Panamanian firms engaged in money laundering following several death threats. The "acts of
intimidation" occurred one day after the April 4 public disclosure by Panamanian legislator Gerardo
Gonzalez of a sworn statement in which Torres asserted that six companies were being used to
launder drug money. According to Torres, President Endara, who denied any links to drug money
laundering, formerly served as treasury secretary for all six firms. The companies were owned by
two Cuban-Americans who headed an operation which reportedly brought a ton of cocaine per
month into Florida for the past 10 years. The US Embassy did not confirm the newspaper account.
April 25: Panamanian Banking Association president Edgardo Lasso Valdes denied US allegations
that Panamanian banks are being used for drug money laundering. He said that an institution
"operating in bad faith," would have to either turn large sums of cash over the US Federal Reserve,
or sell the cash to other banks. According to Lasso Valdes, either option is subject to rigorous
controls, thereby demonstrating the "falsity of accusations about money laundering." April 30:
Panamanian Foreign Minister Julio Linares said it appeared that certain parties in the US were
interested in fostering a negative image of Panama abroad. He added that such "parties" make
allegations of drug trafficking and money laundering "without presenting any evidence." Linares
asserted that the Mutual Legal Assistance Treaty would aid in improving the nation's image. Banco
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Nacional de Panama (central bank) governor Luis Moreno reiterated that US officials have failed
to prove their allegations. US Ambassador to Panama Deane Hinton asserted that a great deal of
money laundering is performed by Panamanian banks. According to Hinton, banking association
president Lasso Valdez denies the existence of money laundering because he is focusing on cash.
The ambassador explained that the phase of "cash in suitcases could have taken place in the US,
Europe or Asia," and later these monies are transferred electronically or a slip of paper. Hinton
added that there is no way of precisely measuring money laundering, because the drug trade and
other types of contraband are illegal activities. (Basic data from AFP, 04/18/91; ACAN-EFE, 04/18/91,
04/25/91; Xinhua, EFE, 04/30/91)
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